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By Rhyne Putman 

Publications and media:  The Power of Now: A Guide to Spiritual Enlightenment (1999), 
Practicing the Power of Now: Essential Teachings, Meditations, and Exercises from The 
Power of Now (2001), Stillness Speaks: Whispers of Now (2003), A New Earth: 
Awakening to Your Life's Purpose (2005), and Milton's Secret: An Adventure of Discovery 
through Then, When, and The Power of Now (forthcoming).   

Organizations and Workshops:  Eckhart Teachings Network; Oprah.com A New Earth 
online classes 

Unique Terms: Silent groups, the Power of Now, the eternal I AM 

HISTORY 

Eckhart Tolle attributes much of his unique worldview to his international rearing and 
adult life. He was born on February 16, 1948 in Germany, and moved to Spain with his 
father at 13.  He describes his childhood in a broken home as unhappy, filled with “a lot of 
conflict.”1 He notes, “Even aged 10 or 11 I was trying to figure out ways I could commit 
suicide.”2 As a teenager, Tolle received no formal education but did choose to study 
languages independently.  When in his twenties, he enrolled in the University of London to 
pursue further studies in linguistics.  Tolle earned a research scholarship to Cambridge 
University where he continued study in languages, literature, and philosophy.3 

Tolle claims that when he was 29, he had a “profound inner transformation [that] 
radically changed the course of his life.”4 Suffering with severe depression, he was again 
contemplating suicide when he had an “awakening” experience.  Tolle awoke in the middle 
of the night, experiencing what he calls “nausea of the world”5 and said, “I can’t live with 
myself any longer.”6 Fear overcame him, and physical symptoms such as shaking and 
unconsciousness followed.  He awoke from his panic-induced slumber with new 
understanding and a joyous new perception of reality.  Tolle described feeling as if he “had 
just been born into this world.”7 In 1996, he moved to Vancouver, Canada.8 His domestic 
partner, Kim Eng, is also a popular New Age teacher and motivational speaker.9 

Tolle has quickly become one of the most popular spiritual teachers in the world. He 
has authored a number of bestselling self-help books, including The Power of Now (New 
World Library, October, 1999), Stillness Speaks (New World Library, August, 2003) and A 
New Earth (Dutton, 2005).  The Eckhart Teachings Group, Tolle’s company, has become a 
booming industry of self-help books, tapes, conferences, and retreats.  Tolle has also 
created a global network of “silent groups” who meet together regularly for silent 
meditation, an audio or visual presentation by Tolle, and reflection on his teachings.10 

The real success came with the endorsement of one of America’s most popular New 
Age advocates.  Shortly after The Power of Now made the New York Times Bestseller List, 
actress Meg Ryan introduced Oprah Winfrey to the book.  Tolle quickly became one of 
Oprah’s favorite spiritual mentors and teachers.  When Winfrey added A New Earth to 
Oprah’s Book Club, the book’s sales skyrocketed and broke a number of records for 
various booksellers.  Within four weeks of Oprah’s endorsement of A New Earth, it sold 3.5 
million copies—topping Amazon’s best-seller list and becoming the fastest selling pick in 
Barnes and Noble history.  In the spring of 2008, Oprah and Tolle began a 10-week 
webcast calling for spiritual awakening and the realization of life’s purpose in the “now.”  
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For the first session, more than half a million people logged on to Skype for the live broadcast 
making it “one of the largest single online events in the history of the Internet…. resulting in 
242 Gbps [billions of bits per second] of information” streaming throughout the world.11 By 
week five, almost 10 million webinar sessions had already been downloaded.12 

TEACHINGS 
Monistic Pantheism: What exactly did the spiritual awakening mean for Tolle?  When he 

was on the verge of suicide, he questioned himself, “If I cannot live with myself, who is that self 
that I cannot live with? Who am I? Am I one—or two?”13 For the first time, Tolle distinguished 
between the “I” consciousness and the unhappy “self.”14 He began to understand that his 
individual identity was a harmful, “fictitious entity” created by the mind.  The “awakening” led 
him to believe that real freedom comes in dropping the identity of self and becoming aware of 
“Beingness,” or one’s identification with the “the eternal I AM.”15 Tolle now conceived himself as 
one with the essence of being, no longer hindered by the “illusion of separation.”16 This 
awakening birthed Tolle’s understanding of the “power of now”—each person’s need for 
immediacy living in the moment with an understanding of their true shared consciousness. 

In Tolle’s monistic worldview, the “illusion of separation” has led to a number of errors of 
the “thinking” mind.  First, he believes that people under the delusion of self have wrongly 
assumed the existence of real evil and sin. Tolle prefers the terms “insanity” or 
“unconsciousness” to describe the apparent evils of the world.17 All conflict and all “evils” such 
as genocide, war, hunger, and violence18 stem from the “effects of unconsciousness.”19 Second, 
sin is not guilt or something wrong with an individual or even the wrong that a person does.  
Sin is the “collective insanity” found in ego-centered thinking (being under the illusion that you 
are distinct from others).20 Tolle understands the “fall from the state of grace” to be the point 
where humanity ceased to understand their divine identity and started to see themselves as 
mere animals.21 Finally, Tolle sees time itself as an illusion.  Time, too, is part of the problem of 
unconsciousness that permeates humanity in that people “are so consumed with time that 
they have forgotten eternity, which is their origin, their home, their destiny.”22 He encourages 
his students to quit thinking in terms of past, present, and future and to start thinking in 
terms of the Now.   

Truth: While Tolle claims no affiliation with any particular religious group or faith system, 
he does claim influence from teachers in various religious traditions, such as Buddha, Lao Tzu, 
and even Jesus.  These spiritual teachers, according to Tolle, were the “first human beings in 
whom the new consciousness emerged fully.”23 Tolle admits that Gnosticism, medieval 
mysticism, Zen Buddhism, the Sufi movement in Islam, and the Advaita Vedanta of Hindu 
teachings have also made an impact on his understanding of spirituality.24 Tolle, however, 
claims, “All religions are equally false and equally true” and that any claim to exclusive truth is 
nothing more than self-service that hinders true consciousness-awakening.25 

Tolle claims that one can maintain their religious affiliation while participating in his 
movement of awakening.  Also, no religion—including the Christianity of the Bible—has 
exclusive claims on truth.  Exclusive claims on truth are nothing more than the feeding of the 
ego or unhappy self.  “The Truth,” he notes, “is inseparable from who you are.  If you look for it 
elsewhere, you will be deceived every time.  The very Being that you are is Truth.”26 Tolle 
concludes that truth is not external information or knowledge but rather the inward inclination 
of Being that each person is capable of attaining through new consciousness.  

God: Traditional beliefs about God in monotheistic faiths are rejected.  Tolle explains that 
“The word God has become empty of meaning through thousands of years of misuse.”27 For 
example, God has been misconstrued by male-dominant cultures eager to subordinate women 
to male leadership.28 Tolle envisions a depersonalized god who is not a “who” or a “he” but 
rather a “what.”  What is this god?  God is “the eternal One Life underneath all forms of life.”29 
This concept of God is typical of New Age teaching and Eastern esoteric religions. 

For Tolle, knowledge of God is not in belief about or in a God distinct from one’s self but is 
instead knowledge of one’s “oneness with all that is.”30 According to Tolle, one does not 
encounter God by believing but by “feeling experience.”31 Tolle argues that for us to truly know 
and understand God, we must “realize that there is no separation between [us] and God, 
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between [us] and the source of life.”32 Tolle believes that all people really are part of the “I AM” 
and that they can experience true awakening when they make that realization. 

Jesus Christ:  Tolle insists that traditional about Jesus are sorely mistaken.  “To say that 
Christ was or will be is a contradiction in terms,” Tolle writes, “Jesus was.  He was a man who 
lived two-thousand years ago and realized his divine presence, his true nature… Thus, the man 
Jesus became Christ, a vehicle for pure consciousness.”33 Tolle concludes that the Jesus of 
history was simply a man who came to understand himself in light of the eternal Christ-
consciousness that all people share in common.  Jesus had a heightened sense of spiritual 
perception, but he was not Christ in a distinctive sense.   

The Second Coming of Christ has nothing to do with the person of Jesus.  Instead, it “…is 
a transformation of human consciousness… a shift from thinking to pure consciousness, not 
the arrival of some man or some woman.”34 With this statement, he follows the line of other 
New Age thinkers in describing Jesus as one person in history (among others such as Buddha) 
who has had the “avatar” of Christ35—a depersonalized force that enlightens certain individuals 
in such a way that they understand their divine potential.36 

Tolle’s teaching also features a unique view of Christ’s death and its significance.  Tolle 
notes that the cross is a “strange dualistic symbol” that is both a “torture instrument” and a 
“divine symbol” picturing “divine surrender” that says “Not my will, but thy will be done.”37 On 
the surface, his suggestion of the cross’s significance does not seem to be in opposition with 
traditional Christian teaching.  A closer look, however, reveals that Tolle defines the surrender 
of the cross to mean what “points to… the very thing that seems to stand in the way of realizing 
who you are.”38 Instead of dying in sinful humanity’s place, Jesus’ death on the cross was a 
symbolic gesture for the human race to imitate.  Tolle believes that Jesus demonstrated that 
we too can shed the illusion of self and the suffering that it entails if we embrace the “‘is-ness’ 
of the moment.”39 The cross becomes nothing more than a symbol of the suffering that we must 
overcome if we are to realize our true consciousness as part of the divine essence of all things.   

CHRISTIAN RESPONSE 
Monistic Pantheism: The monistic and pantheistic understanding of reality in New Age 

thinking like Tolle’s places each individual person at the center of his or her respective 
universes, with each belonging to the collective consciousness that permeates the universe.  
Tolle’s vision of “awakening” is virtually indistinguishable from other versions of 
consciousness-awareness in New Age teaching.  The personal experience of transformation—an 
awakening to the “new reality” of God-consciousness—promises physical, psychological, and 
psychic dominion over the environment around each person, allowing him or her to shape the 
universe for the better as seen fit.  Thus, this transformation becomes equivalent in some ways 
to “conversion” in the New Age movement.40 

Truth: Tolle’s claim that there is no exclusive truth is contradictory and self-defeating, 
because he makes an exclusive claim that there is no such truth.  The Bible speaks clearly of a 
God who is faithful and true (Jer. 10:10), and Jesus himself claims that he is the “Truth” and 
the only way that one can really come to know and experience God (John 14:6).  Tolle may 
claim Jesus as an influence and an elevated teacher, but he clearly skews Jesus’ words and 
intentions in his interpretations of Jesus’ teachings.41 

God: For Tolle, God is not a personal being but rather some sort of impersonal being that 
lives in all life forms.  The God described by the Bible, however, is a person who relates to his 
creation in a personal manner.  As Christian theologian Wayne Grudem observes, “He interacts 
as a person, and we can relate to him as persons.”42 He speaks to us, and we respond to him 
with prayer and with worship.  He takes on personal names such as “God,” “Yahweh,” “Father,” 
“Shepherd,” and “Lord.”  Jesus demonstrated God’s personal nature in the relationship that he 
shared with him in the Gospels (Matt. 6:9-13; Lk. 11:2-4; John 17).  The Apostles testified to 
him as a personal Creator (Acts 17:24-25), someone who we can know (2 Cor. 4:6), and 
someone we can love and trust in (1 Pet. 1:8).43 

Tolle’s concept of God is the same pantheistic concept of Eastern religions and the New 
Age movement—the idea that everything is God.  The God of the Bible makes no such claim, 
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actually, quite the opposite.  He claims to be uniquely God: “I am God, and there is no other; I 
am God, and there is none like me” (Isa. 46:9).  The biblical doctrine of God is unique in that 
God is both immanent (close to and interacting with his creation) and transcendent (above and 
separate from his creation).  Tolle’s teaching misrepresents God’s immanence and ignores the 
biblical teaching of transcendence completely.  God is not the same as creation or simply part 
of creation.  He is above his creation and he is greater than his creation.  Creation exists 
because God “created all things” by his “will” (Rev. 4:11) or for his “pleasure” (Rev. 4:11, KJV).  
If God is greater than his creation, and we are his creation, then God is greater than we are.  
As the Preacher of Ecclesiastes notes, “God is in heaven and [we] are on earth,” so we should 
approach him with humility and not the vain conceit that we are his equal (Ecc. 5:2). 

Jesus Christ: Christian Journalist Richard Abanes wryly observes, “Despite what Tolle 
might want to believe, the descriptive name ‘I AM’ is already taken.”44 Yahweh announced to 
Moses that this name was unique to the eternal God who was and is and will forever be (Ex. 
3:14).  Of this name, Yahweh said, “This is my name forever, and thus I am to be remembered 
throughout all generations” (Ex. 3:15). 

While Jesus may have shared in the I AM identification with Yahweh (John 4:26; 6:20; 
8:24, 28, 58; 13:19; 18:5, 6, 8), he did so because he distinctively shared both divine and 
human natures as the God-Man.  “Unlike Tolle,” Abanes notes, “Jesus proved his identity as 
God in the flesh by rising from the dead.”45 The biblical description of Jesus Christ is one of a 
person who is fully God and fully Man.  Before the world began, he “was with God and was 
God” (John 1:1).  Jesus is the “image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15)—the perfect, high-
definition picture of God’s invisible attributes and qualities.  Although Jesus shared equality 
with God (Phil. 2:6), “made himself nothing… being found in human form” (Phil. 2:7).  Jesus 
was not a human who simply realized his “divine consciousness” by a spiritual awakening.  
Rather, Jesus was uniquely God and took on human flesh (John 1:14). 
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